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Dear Observers and Friends of Mass Observation  

As we approach 2022, we are preparing to launch a year of events to celebrate 85 years 

since Mass Observation first started its work whilst also reflecting back on an extraordinary 

couple of years which have brought us all so many challenges and changes. For the Archive, 

the Covid pandemic resulted in one of our busiest years for collecting writing from around 

the country. Despite the trials of lockdown (including three home-schoolers) the Team 

continued to administer the project and all our teaching and outreach commitments from 

home. Indeed, we have had success in reaching new audiences, gathering new voices, and 

finding new pots of funding to further our work. None of this would be possible without the 

support of Mass Observation’ Observers, friends and colleagues and so we would like to 

keep in touch with you all on a regular basis to let you know about our current activities and 

projects, and upcoming events that you may be interested in joining us in.  

Covid-19 and Mass Observation 

Following the amazing response to our May 12th Day Diary call outs in 2020 and 2021, and 

contributions to several Covid related Directives, we have been able to gather a significant 

body of archival material relating to people’s experiences of the pandemic and life in 

lockdown. Researchers are already working closely with this collection. Kirsty and Jessica 

have been co-facilitating a monthly seminar series with Dr Nick Clarke (University of 

Southampton) and Professor Clive Barnett (University of Exeter) as part of their research 

project ‘Learning to Live with Risk and Responsibility: Understanding Popular Responses to 

COVID-19’. It has been a lovely and insightful opportunity to bring together those from the 

academic and non-academic community to explore and discuss findings from the Mass 

Observation COVID-19 collection. Kirsty shared her paper on Women, wellbeing, and the 

natural environment during the Covid-19 pandemic. You can access recordings from the 

seminar series here: https://tinyurl.com/MOYouTube.  

The value of the body of data that we have collected has been recognised in our successful 

application to the Wellcome Trust for funding to work on opening-up the collection for 

research by lots of different disciplines. We have been granted £178,353 for this 18-month 

project in which we will be collaborating with academic colleagues from the University of 

Sussex and the Geodata team from the University of Southampton to create a dynamic 
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catalogue that will enable researchers to interrogate these collections in lots of different 

ways.  

The Mass Observation Project 

Our Summer 2021 Directive mail has also added to the body of Covid related data that we 

are building. Part one of the Directive on Covid Testing Stories produced many detailed first-

hand accounts from those who had undergone Covid testing. Alongside these experiences, 

responses provided insights into the varying views of our writers on issues including policy 

making, implementation and the efficacy of both Covid testing and tracing in the UK.  

The second part of the Directive on ‘A favourite recipe and memorable meal’ has garnered a 

wealth of food-based recollections and photos, providing the Archive with 

some inspiring, amusing and often poignant accounts from the Observers.  

Lottie has spent the last few months collating and processing the several hundred responses 
that have been sent in by our Mass Observation panel to the Summer Directive and it 
should be open for research before the end of the year.  
  
Meanwhile, Kirsty has been capturing wider biographical information from our Mass 

Observers, with nearly 300 writers completing a survey using a data collection tool called 

Qualtrix used by our colleagues at Sussex. The survey was designed in consultation Dr Rose 

Lindsey, University of Southampton, and enabled Observers to describe how they defined 

their identity (using free text) in relation to religion, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and 

disability. This additional information that Kirsty has gathered will support researchers from 

other disciplines to use Mass Observation material, enabling a greater use of the collections.  

The Archive  
 

Many of the Directive responses that we receive today arrive in a digital format, usually via 

email. While the system we have been used to preserve these digital documents in the past 

is adequate, Jessica has been working with colleagues at the University of Sussex Library on 

a project to ensure our processes are robust and secure for the future. Through this work, 

we are pleased now to have access to Arkivum, a tool that ensures the safety and long-term 

preservation of digital documents. Arkivum is used by many organisations, institutions and 

universities and is recommended by the Digital Preservation Coalition (DPC) which advises 

on ensuring the legacy of digital documents.  While Arkivum is only available to large 

organisations, the DPC offer advice to everyone looking to safeguard their digital 

documents. We recommend their Digital Preservation Handbook if you are interested in 

picking up some tips: https://www.dpconline.org/handbook 

 

Engagement and outreach 

Despite the continuing challenges of holding events and activities at this time, Suzanne has 

been able to continue enabling people to use the Archive in creating and engaging ways. 

Suzanne has recently enjoyed delivering some children’s workshops at Hove Museum 

alongside her placement students, Beth and Keziah. There was much fun and even more 
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glitter, as the children created their own mini mantelpiece designs inspired by the Richard 

Slee Mantelpiece Observations exhibition currently at Hove Museum until January 2022 

(https://brightonmuseums.org.uk/hove/exhibitions-displays/richardslee). Suzanne also 

ran a creative writing workshop for adults at Hove Museum, encouraging those taking part 

to explore their own mantelpieces and memories by using prompts from the Mass 

Observation Archive and everyday life to inspire their writing. 

Suzanne is now focussing on all thing’s kind. The new Directive on Kindness will be launched 

at Kindfest on Saturday 13th November, which is World Kindness Day. We will be working 

with the School of Psychology at University of Sussex to support their research and develop 

outreach and engagement activities designed to explore and foster kindness, particularly in 

settings where it may be harder to find.  

 

The Team 

We are currently recruiting a new member of the team to join us as a Research Assistant in 

the delivery the Wellcome funded ‘Mass Observing Covid-19’ described earlier. They will be 

with us for the duration of the 18-month project and we look forward to introducing them 

in our next letter. In other staffing news, congratulations to Kirsty for being awarded a 

distinction in her MSc in Research Methods and Evaluation. Her dissertation title was ‘What 

did encounters with nature mean to the wellbeing of female Mass Observers during the 

COVID-19 pandemic?’  

We are also saying goodbye to one of our current Trustees, Professor Jeremy McLancy who 

has been on the Board of Trustees since 2011. Jeremy joined the Board as a representative 

of the Royal Anthropological Institute, having used the Archive for his own research. Thank 

you Jeremy for all your support for the Archive and the Team over the last 10 years and we 

hope that you will keep in touch with all things MO in the future.  

And finally – our 85th year! 

As mentioned earlier, we will be celebrating 85 years since the foundation of Mass 

Observation in 2022. We are planning a series of events that will be taking place throughout 

the year, a mix of virtual and in-person events that will celebrate all things Mass 

Observation. Please do keep an eye on our website and social media channels for details as 

events are confirmed. We will also keep you updated in this newsletter. 

With best wishes from the MOA Team 

 

 

 

Fiona Courage (Director), Kirsty Pattrick (Projects Officer), Lottie Robinson (Archive 

Assistant), Suzanne Rose (Education & Outreach), Jessica Scantlebury (Archivist) 
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